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Abstract
This project explores the idea that imperfection can become beautiful when it is intentional 

and meaningful. The project began from an interest in the contrast between the traditional 

expectation of perfection in fashion and the use of irregular, unfinished, distorted, and 

unconventional elements in contemporary design. Rather than defining imperfection simply 

as something incomplete or poorly made, this research considers it as a possible design 

strategy. An uneven hem, exposed seam, distorted silhouette, visible construction detail, or 

unusual material can become part of the visual and conceptual language of a garment.

The research examines how contemporary designers use intentional imperfection to 

challenge established ideas about beauty, construction, and the relationship between 

clothing and the body. Three case studies are used: Maison Margiela, Rei Kawakubo of Comme 

des Garçons, and Ann Demeulemeester. These designers were selected because each 

demonstrates a different approach to irregularity. Margiela makes construction and the 

process of making visible; Kawakubo uses distortion to reconsider conventional relationships 

between clothing and the body; and Demeulemeester uses asymmetry, draping, and 

contrasts between delicate and raw materials.

The research does not attempt to represent all contemporary fashion or measure audience 

responses. Instead, it uses these three documented examples to compare different ways in 

which intentional imperfection can function as a design language. The project proposes that 

imperfection is not simply the absence of perfection. When controlled and purposeful, it can 

become a creative method through which designers question established ideas of beauty and 

create alternative forms of fashion expression.

1. Introduction
For many years, fashion has been closely connected with ideas of beauty, perfection, 

harmony, and precise craftsmanship. Well-made clothing is often associated with clean 

construction, balanced shapes, controlled proportions, quality materials, and carefully 

finished details. Traditional fashion also frequently presents the human body through ideas 



of symmetry and proportion. However, contemporary fashion includes many examples in 

which designers deliberately move away from these expectations.

Imperfection can appear through unfinished edges, visible seams, uneven shapes, distorted 

silhouettes, exposed construction, unusual proportions, reconstructed materials, or 

combinations of materials that create a raw appearance. At first, these details may look like 

mistakes because they do not follow the usual expectations of polished fashion. However, 

when such details are deliberately designed and controlled, they can communicate an idea 

rather than represent a lack of skill.

This distinction is important. Intentional imperfection in this research means the conscious 

use of irregularity, incompleteness, asymmetry, distortion, or visible construction as part of a 

garment's design. It is different from poor workmanship, where an unwanted problem results 

from a lack of technical control or an accidental mistake. A garment can therefore be 

technically well constructed while deliberately appearing unfinished or irregular.

The Metropolitan Museum of Art provides clear examples of this approach through its 

documentation of Maison Margiela and Rei Kawakubo. Margiela's Fall/Winter 1997–98 

garments used visible basting stitches and unfinished-looking construction to show stages of 

garment making, while Kawakubo's Spring/Summer 1997 Body Meets Dress—Dress Meets 

Body used asymmetrical padding and unusual volumes to reconsider the traditional 

fashionable body. [1][2] Ann Demeulemeester provides another approach through 

asymmetrical lines, flowing fabrics, draping, and contrasts between delicate and raw 

materials. [3]

This report asks:

How do contemporary fashion designers use intentional imperfection to challenge 
conventional ideas of beauty and perfection?

The research focuses on Maison Margiela, Rei Kawakubo of Comme des Garçons, and Ann 

Demeulemeester. These designers were selected because they demonstrate three different 

forms of intentional imperfection: imperfection through construction, imperfection through 

distortion, and imperfection through asymmetry and rawness. The purpose is not to suggest 

that these three designers represent every form of imperfection in contemporary fashion. 

Instead, they provide three documented cases that can be compared through one 

conceptual theme.

The report therefore focuses on design interpretation rather than audience-response 

research. It does not attempt to prove that all viewers find imperfect fashion beautiful, nor 

does it claim that every designer who uses irregularity is challenging beauty standards. 

Instead, it examines how specific design decisions can question established expectations of 

what a finished, beautiful, or fashionable garment should look like.



2. Understanding Perfection and 
Imperfection in Fashion
To understand the beauty of imperfection, it is first necessary to consider what perfection 

traditionally means in fashion. Ideas of perfection are often connected to symmetry, balance, 

accurate tailoring, clean finishes, controlled proportions, and an idealised presentation of the 

body. In luxury and high-end fashion, craftsmanship is frequently demonstrated through the 

control of materials and the ability to produce a polished final garment.

In this traditional approach, many construction processes are hidden. Seams are finished, raw 

edges are covered, internal structures are concealed, and temporary construction marks are 

removed before a garment reaches its final form. The finished garment is expected to look 

complete.

However, the meaning of perfection is not completely fixed. Ideas about beauty change 

according to historical periods, cultural contexts, social values, and fashion movements. 

Features that may appear unusual in one period can become accepted or influential in 

another. This means that fashion does not have one permanent definition of beauty.

The concept of imperfection can therefore be understood in relation to these changing 

expectations. An imperfect garment does not necessarily mean an unsuccessful garment. 

Instead, a designer can deliberately introduce an irregular feature into a controlled design.

For example, an uneven hem can be an intentional silhouette decision. A visible seam can 

draw attention to construction. A distorted proportion can change the relationship between 

the garment and the body. An unfinished edge can create a raw visual quality. In each case, 

the important difference is intention.

Poor workmanship occurs when a garment fails to meet its intended technical requirements 

because of an accidental error, lack of skill, or lack of control. Intentional imperfection is 

different because the designer decides to keep, create, or emphasise the irregular feature. 

The result may look unfinished, but the construction behind it can still be carefully 

considered.

Maison Margiela demonstrates this distinction particularly clearly. The Metropolitan Museum 

of Art describes his Fall/Winter 1997–98 collection as containing garments that appeared to 

still be in the process of being made. Large white basting stitches, exposed shoulder pads, 

and other unfinished-looking elements were used to reveal the stages of garment creation. 

The museum explains that the concept was connected to showing the labour and time 

involved in handmade couture. 



This example demonstrates that an unfinished appearance does not automatically indicate 

poor craftsmanship. Instead, the unfinished appearance can become the final visual decision.

Rei Kawakubo provides another approach. Rather than focusing on unfinished construction, 

she can use unusual proportions and distorted forms to question expectations surrounding 

the fashionable body. The Metropolitan Museum describes Body Meets Dress—Dress Meets 

Body as using asymmetrically arranged padding to create bulbous forms that challenged the 

traditional language of the fashionable body. 

These examples show that imperfection can operate through different parts of fashion 

design. It can concern construction, silhouette, proportion, material, or finishing.

3. Methodology and Case 
Selection: From Flaw to Design 
Language
This research uses a qualitative comparative case-study approach. Rather than collecting 

numerical data or measuring audience responses, it examines three documented examples of 

contemporary fashion design and compares the different ways imperfection is used.

The designers were selected according to three main criteria. First, each designer had to 

demonstrate identifiable irregular, unfinished, asymmetrical, distorted, or raw elements 

within their design practice. Second, the examples needed to be documented by established 

fashion museums or cultural institutions so that the discussion could be connected to 

traceable sources. Third, the designers needed to demonstrate sufficiently different 

approaches to imperfection to make a conceptual comparison possible.

The three cases were therefore selected for their differences as well as their connection to 

the central topic.

Maison Margiela represents imperfection through construction and deconstruction. The 
selected Fall/Winter 1997–98 example exposes stages of garment making through visible 
basting stitches and unfinished-looking construction.
Rei Kawakubo / Comme des Garçons represents imperfection through distortion and 
changes to the relationship between clothing and the body. The selected Spring/Summer 
1997 collection uses asymmetrical padding and enlarged forms.
Ann Demeulemeester represents a more subtle form of imperfection through 
asymmetrical lines, flowing fabrics, draping, and contrasts between delicate and raw 
materials.

The comparison is therefore not intended to establish that all three designers share the same 

aesthetic. Instead, it identifies different design strategies that can be considered under the 



broader concept of intentional imperfection.

This approach also establishes the limits of the research. Three case studies cannot represent 

all contemporary fashion, and they cannot prove how audiences generally respond to 

imperfect garments. Audience perception would require separate research using interviews, 

surveys, reviews, or other forms of reception analysis. Similarly, this research does not claim 

that imperfection always creates beauty. It examines how designers can use imperfection 

deliberately as part of their design language.

4. Case Study: Maison Margiela — 
Imperfection Through 
Deconstruction
Maison Margiela provides one of the clearest examples of how imperfection can become a 

design language. Belgian designer Martin Margiela became known for questioning 

conventional ideas of fashion through deconstruction, reconstruction, reused materials, and 

unusual approaches to garment making.

The Fall/Winter 1997–98 collection is particularly relevant to this research. The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art documents a dress made from two panels of woven fabric that were stitched 

together. The collection included garments that appeared to still be under construction, 

using large white basting stitches, exposed shoulder pads, and other unfinished-looking 

elements. According to the Met, the purpose was to reveal different stages of garment 

creation and to show the labour and time involved in handmade couture. [1]

This approach changes the role of the construction process. In conventional garment 

production, temporary stitches are normally removed before the garment is considered 

complete. Margiela instead makes them visible. The process that would usually remain hidden 

becomes part of the final design.

This is important to the idea of intentional imperfection because the garment does not simply 

contain a construction mistake. The unfinished appearance has been deliberately included. 

The designer controls which elements remain visible and how they appear on the body.

Margiela's approach can therefore change the way a viewer understands the garment. Instead 

of seeing only the final surface, the viewer can become aware of cutting, stitching, fitting, 

construction, and labour. The garment becomes connected to the process through which it 

was produced.

The MoMu discussion of Japanese and Belgian designers also describes Margiela's approach 

to deconstruction as taking apart and reworking garments, while making the design process 



and different stages of production important to the work. It identifies features such as 

asymmetry, frayed edges, knots, and uneven hems within this broader design context. [4]

The importance of Margiela's work for this research is therefore not simply that his garments 

look unfinished. It is that unfinished-looking elements can communicate an idea about 

fashion production. Imperfection becomes a method of making the construction process 

visible.

This also changes the relationship between imperfection and craftsmanship. A garment that 

contains visible basting stitches may appear technically incomplete, but in this case the 

incompleteness is part of the concept. The designer must understand construction well 

enough to decide which construction details can remain visible and how they should be 

controlled.

Margiela therefore demonstrates that imperfection can reveal what conventional fashion 

often hides. The garment can be understood not only as a finished object but also as 

evidence of the process, labour, and decisions involved in making it.

5. Case Study: Rei Kawakubo — 
Imperfection Through Distortion
While Margiela uses imperfection to reveal construction, Rei Kawakubo uses irregularity in a 

different way: through distortion of the silhouette and the relationship between clothing and 

the human body.

Kawakubo, founder and designer of Comme des Garçons, has developed a design practice 

that questions established boundaries within fashion. The Metropolitan Museum's 2017 

exhibition organised her work around contrasts such as Fashion/Anti-Fashion, Design/Not 

Design, Object/Subject, and Clothes/Not Clothes. These categories were used by the 

exhibition to explain how her work challenges the boundaries normally used to define 

fashion. [5]

A strong example is the Spring/Summer 1997 collection Body Meets Dress—Dress Meets 

Body. The garments used padding to create unusual forms around areas such as the bust, 

waist, hips, and back. Rather than following a conventional silhouette, the clothing created 

enlarged and uneven shapes.

The Metropolitan Museum explains that much of the padding was arranged asymmetrically, 

creating bulbous swellings that challenged the traditional language of the fashionable body. 

The Met identifies conventional characteristics of that fashionable body as including a small 

waist, slim hips, a flat stomach, and controlled proportions. [2]



The important point for this research is that the unusual forms were not accidental 

distortions. The padding was deliberately placed to transform the silhouette. The garment 

therefore did not simply follow the existing shape of the body. It changed the visual 

relationship between body and clothing.

Some contemporary reviews referred to the forms using comparisons with tumors, 

hunchbacks, deformity, and disfiguration. These are documented interpretations from critics 

and museum sources, rather than evidence that every viewer had the same response. [2] [6] 

This distinction is important because the research does not attempt to make a universal claim 

about audience reaction.

Instead, these responses demonstrate that the collection was understood in relation to 

established ideas about the body. The unusual silhouettes made those expectations more 

visible because the garments did not easily fit them.

Kawakubo's work therefore raises a design question: does fashion always have to make the 

body appear balanced, slim, symmetrical, or conventionally attractive?

Rather than using clothing to correct or improve the body according to an established ideal, 

Kawakubo uses clothing to transform the body's appearance. The garment becomes an active 

part of the shape rather than simply following the body underneath it.

This can be understood as intentional imperfection because the distortion is controlled. The 

irregular forms are deliberately created through pattern, padding, construction, and 

proportion. The result may appear unusual or imbalanced, but it is not the result of a 

technical failure.

Kawakubo therefore demonstrates another possibility for imperfection. It can be used not 

only to expose the making of a garment but also to challenge assumptions about what the 

dressed body should look like.

6. Case Study: Ann 
Demeulemeester — Imperfection 
Through Rawness and Asymmetry
Ann Demeulemeester provides a third approach to intentional imperfection. Compared with 

Margiela's visible construction and Kawakubo's dramatic distortion, Demeulemeester's 

approach can be more subtle. Her design language includes asymmetry, flowing fabrics, 

draping, and contrasts between delicate and raw materials.



The Fashion Museum Antwerp explains that Demeulemeester's designs are carefully 

considered in terms of tailoring while still creating a sense of simplicity. The museum 

identifies asymmetrical lines, flowing fabrics, draping, and contrasts between delicate and 

raw materials as important features of her work. [3]

This combination is important because it shows that technical precision and visual 

imperfection do not have to be opposites.

For example, an asymmetrical line may create a feeling of imbalance, but the asymmetry can 

be carefully planned through pattern cutting. A flowing drape may look spontaneous while 

requiring precise control of fabric and construction. A combination of delicate and rough 

materials can create tension without meaning that either material has been used incorrectly.

MoMu's discussion of Japanese and Belgian designers also identifies asymmetry, unusual 

volumes, overlapping, external seams and hems, unfinished garments, and reconstructed 

patterns as features associated with this broader radical design approach. [4]

Demeulemeester's work is therefore useful for understanding imperfection as a controlled 

aesthetic rather than simply an unfinished appearance.

Her designs can be technically considered and carefully constructed while maintaining an 

appearance that is less polished or rigid than conventional fashion. The contrast between 

precision and rawness creates another interpretation of beauty.

This also shows why imperfection should not automatically be understood as a lack of 

craftsmanship. A designer may require considerable knowledge of tailoring, fabric behaviour, 

proportion, and construction to make an irregular design look intentional.

Demeulemeester therefore represents a form of imperfection based less on dramatic 

deformation and more on controlled irregularity. Asymmetry, movement, draping, and 

material contrast can create a visual language that does not depend on perfect balance.

7. How Imperfection Functions as a 
Design Strategy
The three case studies demonstrate that intentional imperfection can operate through 

different areas of fashion design.

For Maison Margiela, imperfection is closely connected to construction. Visible basting 

stitches and unfinished-looking details reveal the process behind the garment. The 

imperfection therefore directs attention toward labour, time, and making.



For Rei Kawakubo, imperfection operates through silhouette and proportion. The 

asymmetrical padded forms change the relationship between clothing and the body. Instead 

of making the body conform to a familiar fashionable shape, the clothing creates a new and 

unusual form.

For Ann Demeulemeester, imperfection operates through asymmetry, movement, draping, 
and material contrast. Her designs show that a garment can be carefully tailored while still 

appearing raw, irregular, or emotionally unfinished.

These differences are important because they show that imperfection is not one single visual 

style. It can be created through construction, shape, proportion, surface, material, or 

finishing.

The comparison also suggests that intentional imperfection requires design decisions. A 

designer must decide what should remain visible, what should be changed, and how far an 

irregularity should go. Therefore, the appearance of imperfection does not necessarily mean 

that the design process itself was uncontrolled.

In this sense, imperfection can be understood as a design strategy that changes the usual 

relationship between rule and result. The designer first understands a conventional rule and 

then deliberately modifies or rejects it.

This does not mean that every irregular garment is automatically meaningful. An uneven hem 

caused by an accidental sewing error and an intentionally uneven hem can look similar at 

first. The difference lies in intention, context, construction, and the role of the detail within 

the overall design.

8. Discussion
The three case studies show three different ways in which imperfection can function in 

contemporary fashion.

Maison Margiela uses imperfection to make construction visible. His unfinished-looking 

garments allow the process of making to become part of the final garment. The importance is 

therefore placed not only on the completed object but also on the labour and stages 

involved in producing it.

Rei Kawakubo uses imperfection through distortion. Her Body Meets Dress—Dress Meets 

Body collection demonstrates how clothing can change the visual form of the body rather 

than simply follow an established ideal. The Met's documentation shows that the collection 

challenged traditional ideas surrounding the fashionable body. [2]

Ann Demeulemeester presents a more subtle form of imperfection. Asymmetrical lines, 

flowing fabrics, draping, and contrasts between delicate and raw materials create irregularity 

while remaining connected to careful tailoring. [3]



The comparison suggests that the three designers do not use imperfection for exactly the 

same purpose. Margiela focuses attention on construction and production. Kawakubo 

focuses on silhouette and the body. Demeulemeester focuses on asymmetry, movement, and 

material contrast.

What connects them is the use of deliberate deviation from conventional expectations. In 

each case, something that could traditionally be corrected, hidden, or controlled becomes 

part of the final design.

This distinction is also important when discussing craftsmanship. Intentional imperfection 

should not be confused with technical failure. In the examples studied here, the irregularity is 

connected to a larger design decision. The designer's control remains important because the 

irregular feature must function within the garment.

However, the research cannot establish that all viewers will interpret these designs in the 

same way. Nor can it establish that consumers generally prefer imperfect fashion. Such 

conclusions would require audience research that is outside the scope of this report.

Similarly, these three designers cannot establish a complete history of imperfection in 

contemporary fashion. They have been selected as comparative cases because they provide 

three different and well-documented approaches to the concept.

The comparison instead supports a narrower conclusion: imperfection can function as a 

deliberate design language. It can make construction visible, transform the relationship 

between clothing and body, or create controlled irregularity through silhouette and material.

9. Conclusion
The concept of beauty in fashion is not limited to symmetry, perfect finishing, ideal 

proportions, or polished surfaces. Contemporary designers have demonstrated that 

irregularity, distortion, unfinished-looking details, asymmetry, and rawness can also become 

meaningful parts of fashion design.

This report examined Maison Margiela, Rei Kawakubo, and Ann Demeulemeester as three case 

studies of intentional imperfection. Maison Margiela demonstrates how visible construction 

and unfinished-looking details can reveal the process and labour involved in making a 

garment. Rei Kawakubo demonstrates how distortion and asymmetrical padding can 

challenge established relationships between clothing and the fashionable body. Ann 

Demeulemeester demonstrates how asymmetry, draping, flowing fabrics, and contrasts 

between delicate and raw materials can create a less rigid form of beauty.

The comparison does not suggest that these designers use imperfection in the same way. 

Instead, their differences demonstrate that imperfection can operate through several areas 

of design. It can concern construction, silhouette, proportion, material, or finishing.



The key distinction throughout this research is between intentional imperfection and poor 
workmanship. A technical mistake is not automatically a creative design choice. Intentional 

imperfection involves conscious decisions about how irregularity should appear and what 

role it should play within the garment.

This means that imperfection can exist alongside high levels of craftsmanship. In some cases, 

technical knowledge may actually be necessary to control an irregular result. A designer 

needs to understand construction in order to decide which construction details to expose, 

understand pattern cutting in order to distort a silhouette, and understand fabric behaviour 

in order to control asymmetry and draping.

Therefore, imperfection should not simply be understood as the opposite of perfection. It 

can be a deliberate method of questioning the rules that traditionally define beauty and 

fashion.

The beauty of imperfection lies not simply in making something look unfinished or unusual. It 

lies in giving irregularity a purpose. Through this approach, fashion can reveal its 

construction, reconsider the body, create new visual relationships, and offer alternative ways 

of understanding beauty.

Imperfection can therefore function as a creative language. Rather than being a sign that a 

garment has failed to achieve perfection, it can represent a deliberate decision to question 

what perfection itself means.
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